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Individual fans within the ‘data team’ will have access to information about those affiliated to 
the club and may use this to allocate individual fans into groups according to a specific task, 
for example ‘reposting (lún bó 轮博 ), anti-criticism (făn hēi 反黑 ), purifying comments and 
news (kòng píng 控评 )’ (Liu, 2019). Instructions maybe also be issued on how to play or 
stream tracks repeatedly; how to use more than one account; how to use overseas proxies to 
bypass the great firewall; how to use systems of online voting to influence ratings on various 
platforms and social media. The data team may also suggest the wording of statements that 
should be posted against ‘enemy fans’ (hēi fěn, 黑粉), and give advice on how to remove 
online negative remarks about idols. When data fans have completed allocated tasks they may 
be rewarded with merchandise or tickets to exclusive events that the data team have acquired 
directly from the idol’s company. The teamwork involved may be formally organised or may 
be loose and disorganised and rely on individual efforts that are conveyed through social 
media. 
	One	fan	(whose	everyday	occupation	involved	importing	overseas	products),	explained	how	she	had	been	participating	in	a	data	team	of	a	very	well	known	(anonymised)	Chinese	idol;	a	star	with	many	millions	of	fans	visible	on	the	Sina	Weibo	site.	She	worked	on	a	‘data	site’	or	‘digital	hub’	(shù	jù	zhàng,	数据站).	She	identified	specific	practices	that	were	divided	up	amongst	various	participants	in	the	following	way:	a)	being	a	member	of	the	Weibo	observing	team	(dīng	bó	zŭ,	盯博组)	and	keeping	watch	on	the	real	time	changes	across	various	charts;	b)	managing	the	social	media	account	(pí	xià	zŭ,	
皮下组	)	and	being		responsible	for	posting	to	Weibo	and	responding	to	private	
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messages	from	fans;	c)	coordinating	the	Weibo	controlling	team	(kòng	bó	zŭ,	控博组)	that	responds	to	any	observed	changes	and	rapidly	intervenes	to	influence	comments	and	encourage	positive	statements	from	fans,	producing	large	quantities	of	forwarding,		and	eradicating	negative	comments	from	‘enemy	fans’	(hēi	fěn,	黑粉);	d)	being	a	member	of	a	data	statistics	team	(shù	jù	tong	jì	zŭ,	数据统计组)	and	summarizing	various	metrics	about	an	idol	each	day	and	reporting	this	to	other	fans.			Strategically	using	data	to	elevate	the	position	of	idols	within	the	charts	takes	place	alongside	the	creation	and	re-use	of	various	media	content,	and	this	further	amplifies	the	visibility	of	an	idol	and	increases	data	traffic.	Fan	activities	here	include	making	or	modifying	videos,	emojis	or	jokey	memes;	writing	and	circulating	blogs;	editing	and	trafficking	images	and	photos	of	idols;	creating	brief	witty	comments	within	Sina	Weibo’s	limit	of	140	words;	forwarding	and	sending	out	gossip;	continually	streaming	music	(a	practice	engaged	in	by	many	fans,	and	known	as	‘breathing	streaming’	among	K-pop	fans).	All	of	this	activity	increases	the	idol’s	visibility,	and	contributes	in	an	indirect	way	to	the	position	of	idols	in	various	charts.			Data	fandom	has	become	an	integral	part	of	the	experience	of	fandom.	One	fan	in	her	early	twenties	who	was	studying	at	university	used	the	metaphor	of	‘generating	electricity	power	with	love’	(yòng	ài	fā	diàn,	用爱发	电).	This	is,	again,	another	everyday	metaphor	that	conveys	the	subjective	experience	of	the	type	of	‘power’	–	or	energy	-	that	is	created.	Consistent	with	many	other	studies,	fans	spoke	of	‘growing	up	with	their	idols’	and	of	their	‘responsibilities’;	if	they	do	not	make	an	‘effort’	the	idol	will	be	unsuccessful.	One	member	of	a	data	team	explained	how	she	would	wake	up	early	and	enthusiastically	work	on	various	data	sets	and	tasks.	She	spoke	of	her	idol	giving	her	‘emotional	support’	particularly	when	she	had	to	work	overtime,	and	said	that	‘we	are	struggling	together	from	sunrise	to	sunset’.	On	returning	from	her	routine	job,	working	as	an	intern	(business	not	disclosed	at	her	request),	she	would	check	various	charts	and	social	media	and	gain	a	‘feeling	of	achievement’	when	observing	the	changes	brought	about	by	her	skills	and	actions.	Other	fans	compared	the	fun	and	thrill	of	data	fandom	to	other	collective	activities	such	as	playing	games	or	sports.			
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Some	media	commentators	in	China	have	suggested	that	the	popularity	of	Little	Fresh	Meat	idols	has	afforded	an	alternative	arena	for	expressing	desire	(Yung,	2018).	The	very	phrase	Little	Fresh	Meat	is	bolder	than	the	term	‘flower	boys’	and	is	more	obviously	a	perspective	on	male	identities	perceived	from	the	‘opposite	of	the	male	gaze’	with	idols	‘viewed	as	sexual	objects	whose	fans	don’t	attempt	to	hide	their	erotic	lust’	(Haiyun,	2016,	np).	Whilst	this	may	well	be	true,	and	related	to	an	increasing	engagement	with	feminist	ideas,	our	interviewees	had	mixed	opinions	on	this	issue.	One	view,	expressed	by	some	fans	we	spoke	with,	is	that	data	fandom	–	directed	by	girls	and	young	women	across	social	media	-	has	provided	female	fans	with	a	sense	of	control	and	achievement,	a	feeling	of	greater	certainty	and	confidence,	and	even	empowerment.	However,	other	fans	had	doubts	about	whether	fan	practices	did	much	to	‘empower’	women	as	individuals	or	collectively.	One	fan,	who	had	left	university	and	who	was	working,	remarked	that	data	fandom	was	more	related	to	‘vanity’	and	a	public	display	of	knowledge	and	fan	devotion.	As	mentioned	earlier,	we	spoke	with	fans	who	were	willing	to	reflect	on	their	experiences.	The	value	of	such	an	approach	is	that	it	can	provide	an	insight	into	these	competing	perspectives	and	different	experiences.	However,	more	research	would	be	needed	to	take	this	further	and	to	explore	the	social	and	collective	meaning	of	these	practices,	their	psychological	motivations	and	rewards,	and	any	broader	social	consequences.	This	would	inevitably	require	further	research	beyond	the	scope	of	this	small	study.		
Concluding	comments:	data	fandom	within	content	circuits	of	cultural	production		Data	fans	are	integrated	into	dispersed	circuits	of	content	as	traffic	in	data	becomes	central	to	popular	music	platform	economies.	Data	traffic	has	become	an	asset	valued	by	fans	and	industries	alike.	The	value	loops	linking	performers	and	fans	have	developed	most	rapidly	within	the	idol	industries	of	East	Asia,	due	to	the	influence	of	J-pop,	K-pop	and	the	growth	of	social	media	platforms;	facilitated	by	investment	in	the	digital	economy	and	mobile	communications.	It	is	in	East	Asia	where	the	most	visible	structural	realignment	of	the	value	chains	of	the	older	recorded	music	industry	has	occurred;	from	the	production-to-consumption	‘supply	chain’	model	of	the	recording	era	towards	emergent	circuits	of	content	that	integrate	industries	and	audiences.	The	role	of	fans	in	maintaining	idol	production	is	just	one	part	of	a	much	longer	history	that	might	be	
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narrated	about	fandom-industry	relations	across	the	geographical	region	of	East	Asia,	and	beyond.		In	this	article	we	have	drawn	the	concept	of	data	fandom	from	research	on	industries	and	fans	in	China.	It	is	an	activity	that	has	become	more	widespread,	although	neglected	in	academic	studies.	We	hope	this	category	provides	further	opportunities	for	exploring	the	way	fans	engage	with	stars	and	musicians,	platforms	and	social	media,	in	other	contexts	and	situations.	The	practices	and	experiences	of	fans,	and	their	comprehensions	of	self	and	social	belonging,	ultimately,	move	us	beyond	pop	fan’s	use	of	digital	media	as	a	means	of	interacting	with	idols,	and	towards	the	datafication	of	private	and	public	life	and	the	varied	ways	that	this	is	shaping	how	we	experience	being	human	and	acting	in	the	world.		‘Data’	has	always	been	part	of	human	understanding	of	individual	and	collective	behaviour.	The	use	and	manipulation	of	data	in	human	societies	has	been	traced	back	by	various	scholars	to	markings	on	artefacts	about	20,000	years	old	found	in	what	is	modern	Africa,	and	to	Babylonian	data	systems	on	cuneiform	tablets	estimated	to	be	about	6,000	years	ago	(Holmes,	2017).	Data	fandom	is	new	–	in	that	it	becomes	salient	with	digital	technology	and	social	media.	Yet,	it	is	part	of	a	much	longer	story	of	how	human	understanding	of	self	and	others,	and	the	will	to	influence	the	social	world	is	informed	by	‘data’,	and	a	‘codified	interpretation	of	life’	(Cheney-Lippold,	2017).	The	concept	of	data	fandom	that	we	have	adopted	in	this	article	is	not	collapsible	into	celebratory	notions	of	a	free	and	creative	‘constructed	self’,	nor	the	idea	of	a	more	pessimistic,	controlled	and	‘colonised	self’.	Data	fans	use	a	new	type	of	knowledge	and	a	particular	‘self-concept’	when	acting	to	achieve	a	series	of	specific	aims.	They	also	continue	to	participate	in	the	fun	and	frustrations	of	being	a	pop	fan.	
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